RENDEZVOUS IN HELL

For these twelve girls, who lived together in constant nudity and
knew every mole on each other's bodies, nevertheless each required a
locked drawer of her own in which to keep her lipstick, her money and
her little secrets.

The air was heavy with expensive scents, and also with human odours
that were tolerable only because they emanated from young bodies.
But all this animated flesh, these fluttering tissues, produced a curiously
electric effect, and the temperature in the changing-room was several
degrees higher than elsewhere.

Simon tried without success to distinguish one from another of these
girls who had been selected for their beauty: they had all the same
long legs, slim hips and flat stomachs.

Someone jostled the Minister and cried: "Here's 'Mille Feuilles'!"

A mass of rustling tissue was carried past him, as disjointed as the
caterpillar of a switchback in a fair. There was a sound of tearing, and
Marcel Germain uttered a scream and raised his hands to his hair.
'Mille Feuilles3 had caught on the handle of a cupboard.

"It's nothing, nothing," someone cried, "we'll put a stitch in it.
Marie-Ange5 Marie-Ange, forward, hurry!"

She was at the farther end of the changing-room. Simon had not
noticed her amid the whirlwind; and had her name not been called,
he would most certainly not have recognized her. For a moment he
was not sure that it was her. So far as he could tell, she had similar
arms, similar shoulders and the same way of holding her head, but there
could be many Marie-Anges, He suddenly remembered her saying: "I
work at a dressmaker's." Their eyes met; she seemed also to have
recognized him. They exchanged an embarrassed smile, due to the
peculiar circumstance of their meeting in such a place, and because of
its absurdity for both of them.

Simon had seen her only masked; and now, here she was, appearing
unexpectedly before him, not only with her face, uncovered, but with
her body naked but for a diminutive brassiere and a g-string. Because
he knew her, though he had not noticed her until that moment, she
seemed to him more beautiful and more alive than the other manne-
quins. But now three people were busy about her, putting her into the
dress, and Simon went out to end what appeared to him as an intrusion.

IV

When Simon went back into the fitting-room, Sylvaine said angrily:
"There was no point in your coming if you're not going to take any
interest in me at all."

As soon as he saw Sylvaine again, Simon's ill-humour returned and
his awareness of wasting his time.

"Well, have you found the dress you were looking for?" he asked.
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